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Field Crops Newsletter:

March 4, 2002

In General:
Uncertainty is the name of the game these days. Depending on who you talk with, the various questions fall in varying order,
but I believe the answer to many of them is the resolution of the debate over the new farm bill. The farm bill deliberation is tied not
only to production agriculture, but to many other aspects of our lives and the economy.
I am probably not the person who needs to do this, but instead of following the usual format of these letters, I am going to
devote this letter to some of the information I have been able to find on the two versions of the farm bill and the amendments that have
been offered for attachment to it.
As with any controversial subject, the farm bill is viewed very differently by people with varying backgrounds and goals.
Because of this the ideas I have included may lean in one way or another, with no malice intended. Please keep in mind as you read
this that at this time all of this is still being debated.
One of the most commonly quoted people on the subject of the farm bill is Jim Wiesemeyer who works for Sparks
Companies, Inc., which is involved in worldwide agricultural business consulting. Among his lengthy commentaries are the
following points:
* USDA estimates that 2002 farm income will drop 20 percent without added assistance.
* The Senate bill recognizes the need for near-term assistance to producers.
*White House adviser Chuck Connor said the Bush administration prefers the House bill, but with “refinements”. “The President
wants to sign a farm bill.”
* Both bills retain the current planting flexibility.
* The Senate bill provides country-of-origin labeling for many commodities, and further prohibits the placement of USDA grades on
imported meat. House language only provides origin labeling on fruits and vegetables.
Bob Stallman, President of the American Farm Bureau Federation offered the following:
* We urge adoption of the House provisions on fixed decoupled payments, loan rates, counter-cyclical programs and payment limits.
* We support the Senate provision that allows producers to update their yields.
* We urge adoption of the House Environmental Conservation Acreage Reserve Program (ECARP) and Environmental Quality
Incentives Program (EQIP) modification.
Bart Ruth, President of the American Soybean Association commented:
* Our main concern is equity among commodities.
* The fact that the House bill doesn’t update base and yields penalizes both corn and soybeans because these crops have seen a 27 and
28 percent increase in yields since the early 1980’s.
* The Senate bill does a better job of looking toward renewable fuels.
Julianne Johnson, Food and Agriculture Policy Research Institute:
One should pay careful attention to the similarities of the bills rather than concentrating on their differences. “Over the 10-year
period, the difference in net farm income is an average of only $290 million out of $47.3 billion. That difference is probably within the
margin of error”.
* The CBO projected increases of $61.4 billion for the House bill and $59.9 billion for the Senate bill.
* Both versions increase acres planted to major crops, with the Senate bill increasing plantings slightly more. The biggest increases
come in wheat and feed grains.
* Payment limitations in the Senate bill would have bigger effects on cotton and rice producers than on producers of other crops. The
result could be a shift out of those crops into oilseeds or feed grains.
* The Senate bill pays on 100 percent of the base acres. The House version provides payments on only 85 percent of the producer's
base but at a higher price per unit of base in years when counter-cyclical payments are triggered.
* No counter-cyclical payments (CCPs) are authorized during the first two years under the Senate bill.
* Both bills create a new Grasslands Reserve, in addition to the CRP and WRP.

* Although it might not appear so, there is only about a 2 percent difference in the cost of the two bills.
* The House bill relies more on commodity payments that translate more directly into farm income.
National Cotton Council:
* Kenneth Hood, NCC Chairman: “Profitability cannot be restored through passage of good farm legislation alone.” He further
relayed “U.S. cotton’s concern about the negative implications of the Grassley-Dorgan amendment.”
* Former Chairman, James Echols: “U.S. cotton is on the threshold of economic recovery because it will be working under improved
farm policy and improved retail demand for cotton products. The Senate’s vote concerning payment limitations shows a lack of
understanding about commercial agriculture.”
Conservation:
* Under the Senate bill, producers will be required to create conservation plans that outline practices and a schedule of
implementation. It increases the CRP limit from 36.2 up to 40 million acres, but prohibits enrollment of lands that do not have a
cropping history during the last three to six years. It also raises the cap on the WRP by 1.25 million acres, and extends EQIP through
2006.
* The House bill concentrates on expanding voluntary conservation programs that have been proven effective. Federal investment in
soil and water conservation is increased by 80 percent. This bill also increases the CRP, while adding controls on eligibility. It gives
WRP permanent authority, extending it, EQIP, the Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP), and the Farmland Protection
Program (FPP) through 2011.
Grassley-Dorgan Amendment:
One of the most controversial subjects connected with the farm bill debate is the Grassley-Dorgan Amendment. It proposes some
“radical” changes that affect corporate agriculture, with the apparent purpose of returning agriculture as much as possible to “family”
farms.
Charles Grassley is the only active farmer in Senate. He and his son farm 700 acres of corn and soybeans in Iowa. In the Senate,
he is the ranking member of the Finance committee, a position of tremendous power that affects every aspect of government.
The Grassley amendment seeks to limit the payments that farmers can receive from farm support programs under the Senate bill,
S. 1731. For individual farmers, the amendment would limit payments to $225,000 or, if married, $275,000. In contrast, the original
Senate bill allows for as much as $250,000 per individual farmer, and up to $500,000 under multiple partnerships or corporations. The
amendment deals fairly with absentee landowners and essentially cuts out “Fortune 500” companies and the "rich and famous" from
getting crop subsidies. It also places benefits derived from CCC certificate use under the payment limitation to close that much-abused
and costly loophole.
The House-passed bill includes some characteristics of the Grassley Senate amendment, allowing individual farmers to maximize
up to $275,000, and with multiple entities up to $550,000, with no limitation or restrictions on CCC certificate benefits, Fortune 500
or absentee landlords.
In Summary:
Regardless of which version you read, including the Grassley amendment, farm bill legislation seems to target “big”
agriculture. The passage of any of these measures intact will severely affect some of our delta farmers, and a few in the hills too.
However, from what I can read between the lines, the Washington crowd is a long way from agreeing on any of these measures. As
sure as I have said this, they will have passed something by the time you read this, but I do not expect that. If you have two cents to
put into this discussion, you need to do it soon. I am building a file on all of this stuff; if you want to read more let me know.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint,. Ph.D.
Area Agent/Agriculture

